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Abstract
In lieu of an abstract, below is the essay's first paragraph:
When people experience pain or something bad happens to them, the most common response to the situation
is “Why me?”. It is human nature to believe that if something goes wrong it is not really our fault and we place
blame on someone else, in most cases God. In his text, Where the Hell is God? Richard Leonard writes: “We
grow through pain, but it is not sent to make us grow” (8). Leonard argues that while God did not directly
create pain for humans to make our lives difficult, there’s no reason that lessons cannot be learned from the
pain.
This essay on religion is available in Verbum: http://fisherpub.sjfc.edu/verbum/vol12/iss1/10
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Pain Isn’t Punishment 
 
Introduction 
 When people experience pain or something bad happens to them, the most 
common response to the situation is “Why me?”.  It is human nature to believe that if 
something goes wrong it is not really our fault and we place blame on someone else, in 
most cases God.  In his text, Where the Hell is God? Richard Leonard writes: “We grow 
through pain, but it is not sent to make us grow” (8).  Leonard argues that while God did 
not directly create pain for humans to make our lives difficult, there’s no reason that 
lessons cannot be learned from the pain. 
1. God didn’t create humans to inflict pain on them 
 In reading the Bible, especially the New Testament, it is easy to see that God 
loves humans as demonstrated when he sent down his only son to die for our sins. The 
question is if he loves us so much, why does he allow us to suffer?  The answer to this 
question is quite complex and the simplified answer is that he does not want us to 
suffer, but suffering is as much a part of life as the act of breathing.  
 In the creation account as told in the book of Genesis, God created the world out 
of nothing and made “mankind in his own image” (Gen. 1:27, 31).  Because humans 
were made in the image of God, we were intended to strive toward obtaining the 
qualities that make him so benevolent.  What makes us different from God however, is 
that humans were given free will.  After the fall from grace, as a result of free choice, 
evil became a part of our world and pain and suffering as we know them became 
prevalent.  (While pain and suffering have two distinct meanings, for the purpose of this 
paper they will be used interchangeably).  The world in which we live today is not how 
God intended humans to be living.  In chapter one of his text, Leonard proposes that 
“God could have set in motion a world that is better than this one” but because of free 
will, Leonard also argues, “maybe this world is as good as it gets” (2).  It is free will, 
human choices, that has brought us to the state in which the world is today.  Therefore, 
we cannot blame God for the pain that we experience as it is only through our own 
choices that the world has become what it is.  Suffering does not come from the 
punishment of God for our actions or behaviors but from our free will, the choices we 
make because of the gift of free will, and the natural course of the world. 
Nonetheless, God does not enjoy watching us suffer.  In his article entitled The 
Great Privilege of God, Stavros Fotiou claims: “God is not responsible for evil and 
consequently for pain in human life.  God created and wanted a world in which beings 
and things are leading a harmonious communion” (21).  God does not want to see 
humans in pain.  He loves us as his children, and it hurts him to watch us suffer just as it 
pains a mother to see her child suffer.  Because he feels our pain as much as we do, 
we cannot see God as an evil deity.  He is saddened when we suffer because, as J.E.T. 
 Kuwornu-Adjaottor writes, “God is not a distant Creator or impersonal ground of being, 
but a loving Father who shares our sufferings and hurts with us” (117). 
God is not vengeful or spiteful; he does not intentionally send evil upon humans 
to punish them for their actions.  Evil became commonplace in our world after the fall, 
yet he did not directly punish Adam and Eve for their actions.  Pain and suffering were 
an undesired consequence of their actions.  However, because God is omniscient and 
benevolent, he may have a bigger plan for us than we can conceive.  In an article from 
his website, Peter Kreeft claims: “…We just don’t know what God is up to” (np).  God 
does not want us to believe that he has abandoned us after our mistakes or during our 
times of pain.  We need to have faith and trust in him because, as Jay Lynch says, “God 
is all powerful, all knowing and loving and just, and he will make it right in His time” (np).   
While we might not understand or appreciate it, there is a reason for everything that 
occurs.  Chapter three of the book of Ecclesiastes tells us that “there is a time for 
everything… a time to tear down and a time to build… a time to mourn and a time to 
dance… a time for war and a time for peace” (3:1,3,4,8).  These times tell us that there 
is always  good that accompanies any bad.  It is this school of thought that allows us to 
overlook the pain we endure for a brighter future.  In his publication, G. Schlesinger 
claims: “If we had access to God’s whole plan…we might be able to appreciate that a 
given region of human experience, though in isolation looks ugly, viewed as a part of 
the entire pattern, enhances the over-all beauty and goodness of the whole” (245).  
Often times we think that our suffering is the worst thing that could ever happen to us 
and we become so wrapped up in the pain of the circumstances that we cannot open 
our minds to the idea that, in the long run, pain may benefit us more than it hurts us.  
 Lurie offers a similar opinion: “We usually don’t have the perspective to understand the 
long-term significance of events that occur in our lives.  By remaining open to the 
possibility that we simply don’t know, we learn to let go of our immediate response to 
classify and judge, and thereby develop faith” (np).  Only God knows the reasons for our 
pain and sees the brighter future we can have as a result; we must trust that we 
experience pain to gain something greater. 
 
2. Without pain there would be no growth 
 Most people would be content if they never had to face any hardship in their 
lives.  The problem with that is that we would never be able to grow as human beings 
without those hardships.  Kuwornu-Adjaottor offers an explanation why God permits 
pain in our lives: “Sometimes God allows us to go through suffering for a season in 
order that he might teach us some important lessons, so that we can become humbled, 
strengthened in our faith, and toughened in our character…When we suffer, God might 
be preparing us for greater blessings ahead” (119).  It is how we handle the tough times 
in our lives that help define who we really are because it is through those experiences 
that we come closer to the qualities God wants us to strive toward, such as empathy. If 
one were never to suffer, it would be difficult to acknowledge, understand, and help 
others. It is also true that, we would never be able to look objectively at what we have 
and be thankful for all the blessings our lives have given us without that which has given 
us a reference point.  Experiencing the ups and downs in life allows you to appreciate 
the good times that much more.  Schlesinger adds an interesting perspective on this 
idea.  He contends that “if no one ever experienced any pain or discomfort but some 
 were deprived of positive happiness the problem would remain” (246).  While there may 
be no pain, some people would still feel as though they are suffering because they 
would not experience positive happiness; suffering is all relative. 
 To address the issue of God’s position on suffering in our lives, Leonard clarifies 
where this evil comes from.  He says, “There is a huge difference between God 
permitting evil and God perpetrating such acts on us” (7).  While God does not intercept 
our pain on a daily basis, it is wrong to believe that he uses pain as a form of 
punishment.  Kuwornu-Adjaottor has a similar argument: “Thus it is not God who makes 
us suffer.  He does not intentionally and willingly bring suffering as a part of his affliction 
on men.  Rather, he allows suffering, pain, trouble, disaster, calamity, and grief to come 
into our lives for his driving purpose, most of which our minds are too finite to 
comprehend and explain” (119).  As stated above, we do not have access to God’s 
divine plan or reasoning.  However, because we know God is benevolent, he is not 
sending pain out of spite or hatred; there is a purpose for it.  Jay Lynch proposes that 
this purpose may be that “it brings us compassion and empathy for others who are 
suffering when we recover” (np).  We can now use our experiences to help others 
confront and grow through their pain in, perhaps, an easier way. 
We also learn a lot about ourselves when we experience pain.  Kuwornu-
Adjaottor believes that “…God teaches us valuable lessons through suffering.  We may 
experience suffering to make us humble, grow stronger, and equip us to comfort others 
in their suffering” (116).  Life is a learning experience.  As the saying goes, “What 
doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.”  After experiencing pain, we learn what caused it 
and try our best to avoid it in the future, just like we know not to put our hands on a hot 
 burner because we’ve already made that mistake and know that it will hurt us.  As 
painful as these circumstances may be, Kreeft believes that “Suffering can work for the 
greater good of wisdom” (np).  This wisdom will allow us to overcome more barriers and 
obstacles in our lives than would have been possible without the growth we experienced 
from pain.  Even though it may not be easy to see it while pain is raging, in hindsight as 
Fotiou says, “people will understand that pain is not a punishment from God and so they 
will not despair…  They will face pain with faith and courage and in this way they will be 
able to exceed it” (24).  There is some comfort in knowing we have the capability to 
overcome any pain we encounter.  A. Lurie proposes that “By responding to challenges 
we develop skills and the effort of hard work and well-earned accomplishments 
develops self-esteem” (np).  This self-esteem helps us to realize we have the power to 
rise above the circumstances we are given, and it is not as difficult to deal with the pain 
as we once may have thought. 
 It is through our free will that we sin, yet God sent his only son to Earth for the 
sole reason to take on himself the world’s sins so that we may enter into the Kingdom of 
Heaven.  Is this not the greatest suffering of all?  In retelling the story of Christ in the 
Garden of Olives, Fotiou describes how: “Christ undertakes human pain in order to 
transform it into the joy of the resurrection” (22).  Jesus willingly agreed to give his life 
on behalf of humanity as a whole.  In that perspective, God did not create suffering but 
willingly, in the person of Christ, accepted the task of facing it wholly.  Still, we are able 
to grow through his suffering for us.  Through Christ’s actions and teachings, as Fotiou 
says, “a new world emerges…in which freedom coincides with love, peace to justice, 
 and otherness to immortality” (21).  We can now enter into the Kingdom of Heaven, by 
repenting and asking for forgiveness, where pain and suffering no longer exist. 
Conclusion 
Schlesinger asserts that “Every person is the sum total of his experiences” (245).  
I completely agree with this statement because it is our suffering that makes us who we 
are.  We grow through our pain and it is this growth that allows us to understand that the 
destination is in the journey.  We have to go through the bad times to make the good 
times so much more enjoyable.  No one wants to experience pain but it is a part of the 
world we live in.  The saving grace of our battle with suffering is that we know God is on 
our side.  He feels our pain right along with us and we should take comfort in this idea. 
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